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noticed, however, that the pecuniary motive was not entirely
without justification, for the Crown could reasonably claim
that the loss of customs duties on prohibited articles should
be compensated by an excise on the commodities produced
at home. Unfortunately the patents were so ill-managed
that the sum extracted from the consumers was out of all
proportion to the amount which reached the exchequer.
Industry was manipulated to draw in revenue at a cost to
the taxpayers which was utterly unconscionable, since the
greater part of the indirect taxation was intercepted by the
monopolists. The fundamental defect of the patent system
lay, in fact, in the malpractices of its administrators, and
even a good patent could be rendered noxious by the servants
of the patentee. None the less we shall miss much of the
significance of the patents of monopoly, if we concentrate
our attention solely upon the tortuous fiscal proceedings of
the Crown or upon the extortions of its agents. There was
another side to the patents, and it constitutes their true
importance as an episode in English economic development.
This side reflected a real desire to introduce new industrial
arts. In the sixteenth century England was behind the
Continent in several branches of industry, for example,
cloth-finishing, glass-making, paper-making and mining.
Her dependence upon other nations ran counter to the
principles of Mercantilism ; and some of the patents at any
rate were deliberately intended to free England from her
handicaps, and make her self-sufficing so far as her natural
resources permitted. The soap patent, for instance, pro-
vided that no foreign soap should be imported and that
native soap should be made with home-grown materials.
Similarly, the salt and glass patents professed to encourage
English manufactures. The fostering of infant industries is
of course a normal objective in protectionist countries, but
nowadays it is accomplished by means of tariffs and sub-
sidies. The peculiarity of the mercantilist methods was
that they strove to achieve self-sufficiency by the prohibition
of imports, coupled with the concession of exclusive privileges
to an individual or company. Thus they vested complete con-
trol of the market in the hands of a single producer, because